Household pet exposure, allergic sensitization, and rhinitis in the U.S. population.
The effect of animal dander exposure on allergic sensitization may be age-dependent. A comparison between the association of the levels of exposure to pet allergen with rhinitis symptoms and allergic sensitization in children and adults is yet to be performed in the U.S. Cross-sectional study of 3034 adults (age, 20 to 85 years) and 2104 children (age, 6 to 19 years) in the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, 2005-2006. Samples of household dust were collected to measure the amounts of indoor allergens in the participants' homes. Self-reported rhinitis was based on symptoms during the past 12 months, and allergen sensitization was defined as a positive response to any of the 19 specific immunoglobulin E (IgE) antigens tested. Higher levels of exposure to dog dander were associated with a higher prevalence of any allergic sensitization in adults (prevalence ratio [PR] 1.19; 95% confidence interval [CI], 1.01 to 1.39), but a lower prevalence in children (PR 0.84; 95% CI, 0.73 to 0.096), p-interaction by age group 0.02. Cat exposure was associated with an increased prevalence of rhinitis symptoms in adults (PR for the 3rd vs lowest tertile of cat dander concentrations: 1.14; 95% CI, 1.05 to 1.23) but not in children (PR for the 3rd vs lowest tertile of cat dander IgE concentrations: 0.86; 95% CI, 0.70 to 1.07), p-interaction 0.01. Allergic sensitization and symptomatic response to pet dander exposure may vary based on age. Further studies are necessary to assess the mechanisms for these apparent differences.